[Neurobiology of trigeminal pain].
The brainstem trigeminal complex integrates somatosensory inputs from orofacial areas and meninges. Recent studies have shown the existence of a double representation of pain within the brainstem, at the level of both caudalis and oralis subnuclei. Noxious messages are mainly conveyed by C-fibers that activate the subnucleus caudalis neurons. These neurons in turn activate the subnucleus oralis whose neurons share similar features with the deep spinal dorsal horn neurons. In contrast with the nearness of the laminar organization of the dorsal horn, the vertical organization of the trigeminal complex offers an easier access for the study of segmental mechanisms of nociceptive processing. This model allowed us to show the existence of subtle NMDA-related mechanisms of segmental nocious processing. The trigeminal complex conveys nociceptive messages to several brainstem and thalamic relays that activate a number of cortical areas responsible for pain sensations and reactions. Cortical processing is sustained by reciprocal interactions with thalamic areas and also by a direct modulation of their pre-thalamic relays. The dysfunction of these multiple modulatory mechanisms probably plays a key role in the pathophysiology of chronic trigeminal pain.